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Thank you very much President Beck, Speaker McGee.  I’d also like to recognize Governor Judy 

Martz, Lt. Governor Karl Ohs, Attorney General Mike McGrath, Secretary of State Bob Brown, State 

Auditor John Morrison, Senator Steve Doherty, and Rep. Kim Gillan.  I would like to thank my husband 

Bill for being here today. 

I would like to thank the members of the American Association of University Women and the 

educators that are in the gallery.  And I would just like to ask all of the educators in the audience, both in 

the gallery and on the floor, to stand up for a moment.  These are the people that make education 

possible.  Lets give them a hand.   

I had hoped that we would be able to have a presentation for you by some Montana school kids.  

However, in deference to the workload you are facing leading up to the transmittal deadline, and the very 

serious issues facing Montana education, we decided to save the children’s presentation for another time.  

I trust that their presence is never far from your minds as you discuss these issues. 

I cannot express how proud I am to stand before you for the first time as the representative of 

Montana’s schools. 

• I’m proud because I have the opportunity to address this body in the chamber where I have served 

as a legislator.  In fact, I used to sit right over there in Rep. Callahan’s seat and shake my finger at Rep. 

Dan McGee until he voted for my bills—sometimes it even worked.  I would, again, especially like to 

thank Speaker McGee for his graciousness and his friendship as we both moved into our new positions. 

• I’m proud because representing Montana’s schools means representing the thousands of Montana 

parents, teachers, school boards, and community members who dedicate themselves everyday to building 

a brighter future for our children.  I can’t tell you what an honor that is. 

• Most of all, I’m proud to be able to stand before you and talk about the future of Montana.  Our 

160,000 public school children – your children and grandchildren – are that future.  It is education, more 

than any other factor, that will determine how bright that future will be. 
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And it is just as true that education is the key to making sure they can fulfill that future right here in 

Montana.  Education IS the key to economic development.  Businesses simply will not locate in Montana 

unless we provide them with an educated workforce and a place where they will want to move their 

families and their school-age children.  And more often than not, those businesses are being started and 

grown by Montana graduates who return home to send their own kids to Montana schools. 

It is education that will prepare our children and grandchildren for this new century.  Education 

allows them to compete in a world where all sectors of the economy – from microchips to mining – 

depend on high tech skills and training.   

 I have spent the past sixteen years in a classroom at Bonner school, teaching kids.  It is the greatest 

job in the whole world.  I can tell you, as any teacher can, how it feels to have the opportunity each day 

to shape the life of a child.  What it feels like to see in their eyes and their smiles that you have made a 

difference.  Leaving that classroom and giving up that opportunity was one of the toughest decisions of my 

life.  That was why it meant so much to me to see my Bonner kids travel here to Helena when I was 

sworn in as superintendent.  It was in talking to those kids – my kids – that it hit me just how much this 

job means.  Because I realized that even though I no longer get my daily supply of classroom smiles, my 

actions as superintendent, yours as legislators, and yours as governor affect every one of those 

classrooms, and each one of those children. 

 And if I am ever tempted to get distracted by budgets, or politics, or bureaucracy, all I have to do is 

look at the apple notes each of my students in Bonner made to line the walls of my office.  When I think 

of them, there is no question where my focus is:  improving Montana classrooms, so our children can 

succeed. 

 With that guiding principle, I would like to take a moment to outline my vision for the future of 

Montana schools.  The vision that I hope you and I can work together to achieve. 

 The state of Montana education is at a fork in the road.  Our children have incredible potential, and 

through the dedication of parents, teachers, and school trustees our schools are among the best in the 

country.  If we invest in our children’s education we can make Montana schools the envy of the country 

and prepare our students to rebuild Montana’s economy in this new century.  However, school districts’ 

budgets are being stretched to the breaking point.  They simply cannot continue to take cuts because of 

declining enrollment without any increased support from the state.  If we fail to invest in schools, the 

quality of our children and grandchildren’s education Will decline.  We’re running out of duct tape and 

baling twine. 
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 Today, thanks to the incredible efforts of local communities, Montana students rank among the top in 

the nation.  Montana 8th graders rank 1st in the nation in science achievement, 3rd in reading, 3rd in math, 

and 11th in writing.  I am incredibly proud of those students.  And I’m proud of the parents, teachers, and 

communities that support them.  Montana taxpayers invest their money, and, more importantly, their 

children in our public schools and they deserve to know that our schools are maintaining accountability for 

preparing our students for the world of the 21st Century.  Academic standards provide that accountability.   

That is why the Montana Legislature funded the development of new academic standards to 

“raise the bar” to challenge all students to learn and achieve at higher levels.  Hundreds of educators, 

school board members, parents, and community leaders around the state worked to develop these 

standards that the Board of Public Education recently approved. 

 Now, the real work begins.  Now, we have to make sure that our classroom teachers are given the 

support they need to help our students meet these standards.  We need to continue to use testing and 

other forms of assessment to measure our progress, and we need to make sure that our teachers are 

given the skills and knowledge to help our children succeed.  Montana students are our greatest resource; 

if we invest in them, there is no telling where they can take this state. 

 I am very excited about the broad bipartisan support at the federal level for exactly the kind of 

assessment and teacher development programs that Montana has already got a jump-start on.  I am eager 

to work with the Bush administration on programs to improve our schools, while still maintaining local 

control of curriculum.  And I am encouraged by the high priority President Bush has put on education. 

 One of the most important reasons for the success of our schools is that Montana maintains small 

class sizes that allow our teachers time to give their kids the attention and help they need.  It is one of the 

many reasons why maintaining school funding is so important.  We need to fund education, not because of 

its political fallout and not because it helps teachers.  We need to fund education because your children 

and grandchildren deserve the chance to learn. 

 I stand before you as a concerned teacher, not a politician, when I say to you that the proposed 

budget in House Bill 121 actually reduces current school funding levels by $18 million.  Schools cannot 

afford it.  Children cannot afford it. And, Montana cannot afford it. 

 You’ll have to forgive me for a moment for doing a little teaching — I can’t help it, it’s who I am.  I 

want to talk a little about what has happened to school funding over the past decade.  In 1993, the 

legislature redesigned the school funding formula to avoid the $30 million increase that increased 
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enrollment required; then in a special session later that year they cut another 20 million dollars in school 

funding.  The state then made no significant increase in the school funding rates until the last biennium.   

 However, even with the increases in the 1999 session and the 2000 special session, funding levels 

are barely where they were before the 1993 cuts.  Yet, schools fixed costs have risen dramatically over 

that time, even before schools were faced with the skyrocketing costs of energy, leaving school districts 

desperate to meet their costs.  So far, districts have been able to shield children, as much as possible, 

from the cuts, but that time has run out.  No increase in funding levels, combined with the $18 million 

decrease due to declining enrollment, will devastate those budgets. 

 Let me tell you what these cuts will mean to schools.  For several districts, including Missoula, Butte, 

and Livingston, it may mean shutting down entire schools.  For the seven Double A districts around the 

state it could lead to the layoff of over 200 teachers.  Let me repeat that, 200 teachers in 7 communities.  

I’ve been told that the number could be as high as 400 to 500 teachers in communities around the state.   

That means teachers aren’t in the classrooms.  It also means they won’t be in the supermarkets, won’t be 

building homes, won’t be paying taxes.  That hurts our economy. 

 Cuts in school budgets Will mean larger class sizes.  They Will mean less personal attention in those 

early grades that are so crucial when kids are struggling to learn how to read and write.  In the upper 

grades, it Will mean cuts in programs to keep at-risk students from dropping out.  It Will mean the loss 

of opportunities: from music to math.  It Will mean cuts in the increasingly important vocational training 

our young folks need to be prepared for the work force.  It Will mean out-of-date textbooks.  It Will 

mean schools cutting into general fund budgets to pay for the state’s failure to fund special education. 

 These are the very real effects of budget cuts on schools.  Now, let me tell you about the effect on 

our classrooms.  Let me give you just one example out of many.  I would like to recognize Mona Bilden 

from Miles City up there in the Gallery today.  Mona represents the dedication of Montana teachers.  Let 

me tell you a story; one that is all too common around the state.  Mona Bilden was sick and tired of 

budget cuts hurting the education of her students, so she went out and sacrificed over $500 of her own 

money to buy the supplies she needed for her classroom…This situation cannot continue…Teachers like 

Mona simply will not be able to keep our budget cuts from hurting our kids . . . Our children cannot be 

charity cases. 

 I give you these examples because I know that with charts and graphs in the millions of dollars it can 

be difficult, at times, to see the children through the numbers.  However, when I urge you to support 

House Bill 31, the school funding proposal put forward by the education community, I give you my word 
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that school funding dollars DO touch the lives of children.  They mean valuable minutes a teacher can 

spend helping a student struggle over a spelling word or a long division problem.  School funding dollars 

mean technology skills that could make the difference between finding a job in Montana or being forced 

to pack up and leave.  They mean a chemistry or English class that makes someone decide to go to 

college, or a band or basketball program that keeps forgotten students in school and learning. 

 Finding the money to fund our schools is never easy.  You face incredibly difficult decisions.  But, 

funding schools is a question of priorities and a question of commitment.  We are not talking luxuries; we 

are talking about our children’s basic and constitutional right to a quality education. 

 Because of declining enrollment there will be $31 million of unspent money in the two years of this 

biennium.  All of that money should go back into school funding.  With skyrocketing energy costs are 

hitting schools as sharply as they are hitting homeowners, and given the rising fixed costs that they face, 

taking that money away from schools to fund shortfalls really IS balancing the budget on the backs of our 

children.  It is unacceptable. 

 I ask you to stop parents, teachers, and school trustees from having to come to Helena as beggars 

and have this same fight year after year.  We should not have to reinvent the wheel each session.  I ask 

you to work with me to come up with a ten-year plan to return state funding of education to where it 

needs to be.  The interim study committee proposed by my office is the first step in that process, and I 

look forward to the prospect of finding a long-term solution to our school funding problem. 

 My father always taught me to roll up my sleeves and work until the job is done.  When I saw my 

father roll up his sleeves, I knew that he was serious and committed.  It wasn’t until later that I realized 

that my family has short arms, so we pretty much have to roll up our sleeves to do anything. 

 My sleeves are rolled up, and I am committed to school funding, and to working with all parties to 

find a solution.  I am not interested in playing the blame game.  I will work with you as long and as hard as 

we have to, and I will make sure that my staff does the same.  We can, and we must, find a way to 

properly fund our schools.  And I will be here as long as it takes. 

 I also pledge to work just as hard on the other challenges that face our schools:  ending school 

violence, facing the approaching crisis in teacher shortages, better integrating Montana public schools and 

institutions of higher education, and fighting the devastatingly high drop out rate among American Indian 

students.  Something must be done to address these issues, and together we must find a solution.   

 First and foremost, our classrooms must be safe.  The devastation of school violence casts a shadow 

over all our schools, and threats and bullying hurts our children’s ability to learn and crushes their self-
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respect.  These are issues that affect all of us.  That is why the solution must come from all of us as a 

community.  I will work with students, parents, and educators, joining forces with law enforcement, 

church, and civic leaders to help local communities prevent violence and promote school safety and 

Character Education.  These programs must teach Montana community values like honesty, respect, and 

responsibility. 

 I applaud Governor Racicot’s task force for taking the first steps to deal with teacher shortages.  I 

urge the legislature to adopt those programs and I will work with Governor Martz to continue the work 

that task force began. 

 I am committed to creating a seamless K through 16 education system.  I plan to be fully engaged 

with higher education, making full use of my Constitutional position on the Board of Public Education, the 

Board of Regents and the Combined Board of Education to further that goal.   

 Some of our gravest educational concerns are the challenges faced by our American Indian students.  

I will spotlight those challenges and continue to work with the tribal governments and colleges, the 

governor, and local school districts to help our Indian students get the education they need.    I am 

committed to thinking outside the box and working to find new ideas and solutions to address these 

serious issues.  Right now we are losing too many of our Montana Indian students; they cannot be left 

behind. 

 I am a teacher and a school librarian.  Literacy and reading are my passion.  I’m proud that Montana 

children rank 3rd in the nation for reading, but too many children are still left behind.  Of the 60 Montana 

schools identified as “in need of improvement”, the majority of whom are identified because of a failure of 

children to read at a proficient level.  Children who can’t read are at higher risk for everything from 

dropping out of school to being able to hold a decent job.  As state superintendent, I will launch a 

Montana Literacy Initiative, starting with a Literacy Summit later this year, to focus the attention of 

parents, teachers, community and business leaders on the importance of reading and literacy.  There is no 

issue closer to my heart. 

I pledge to you that I will work hard to make your investment in education pay off.  I will put my 

full effort into strengthening that essential bond between education and economic development.  I will 

work with the leaders of business, labor, agriculture, economic development, and higher education to 

make sure our students are ready to be the future of Montana’s workforce. 

Next Wednesday, I will join Senator Max Baucus in Bozeman at a summit regarding the role of 

education in economic development.  We will discuss how Montana schools need to adapt to give our 
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students the tools to rebuild Montana’s economy and be able to stay here and put their own kids into our 

public schools. 

Montana must increase our investment in vocational and technical education.  Half a century ago, 

only 20 percent of the American workforce was made up of skilled labor; today, that number has risen to 

60 percent.  Yet, Montana’s spending on career and technical education, including agriculture, industrial 

technology, and business education, is considerably lower than the rest of the states in the region and 

country.  Economic experts ranging from Qwest to the Montana World Trade Center tell us that one of 

the best ways to create jobs and raise wages in Montana is to make sure our students are trained for the 

workforce.  This is one economic development program that is a concrete problem with a concrete 

solution.  Give our schools the tools they need and we will turn out the best-trained students in the world!  

I know that we Montanans can do whatever we put our minds to.  I would like to leave you with 

a story of how far an honest, hard-working Montanan can go with a quality education. 

It is the story of an 8th grade drop out, working as a mine mucker in the copper mines of Butte; a 

young man who made the best decision of his life by falling in love with a schoolteacher.  (My husband, I 

might add, made the same wise choice.)  He was a man of amazing potential, but whose life wasn’t going 

anywhere when he met the woman who would become his wife.  In his own words, “She put some sense 

into me, told me to go to school and make something of myself, and I did.”  

He certainly did.  He completed his high school equivalency, and went to The University of 

Montana.  His wife cashed in her life insurance policy to put him through college, where he would go on 

to teach as a professor.  And that story would be success enough, even if she hadn’t convinced him to run 

for, and helped him win, a seat in the United States Congress, where he would serve five terms before 

moving on to the Senate where he held the position of Majority Leader longer than anyone else in U.S. 

history.  Finally, he completed his career as ambassador to Japan under the Carter and Reagan 

administrations. 

That couple was, of course, Mike and Maureen Mansfield, two of Montana’s greatest heroes.  

They show us what we are capable of.  And, if you ask Mike Mansfield the reasons for his success, his 

answer will always be the same:  his wife and his education. 

Montanans can do anything.  There is simply no doubt of it.  But the State of Montana’s 

Education is at a fork in the road.  Schools can no longer just cut corners and still preserve student 

services.  This round of cuts will hurt students.  The decision whether or not to fund schools is in your 

hands, and I’m proud to stand here with you and make sure we find a way to do it.   
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Like Mike Mansfield, Montana’s students hold incredible potential to rebuild this state.  If we let 

them, there is no telling how far they can take us. 

But we must not waste their potential.  Shortchanging our children is shortchanging our future.  

We must invest in our schools. 

To paraphrase the late Maureen Mansfield, “We, as a state, need to go to school and make 

something of ourselves.” 

Thank you very much! 


